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Back in 1974 while attending undergraduate school I
sat in on a demonstration on the use of the airbrush.
Beforehand, images of wood and bristles came to my head.
To my surprise I found the instrument was something ex
tremely contrary to traditional painting standards. It
was not made of sable and oak, but rather a strange de
vice of nuts, bolts, chromium and plastic, powered by a
sizeable, noisy compressor, which in turn was run by
electricity. The indirectness mandated by its use and the
ever present umbilical cord (hose) could be enough to
deter experimenting with it, yet the sheer mechanicalness
of the airbrush, its sleek chromium design, and its newness
was enough to intrigue me. Previously in ray painting I
would spend hours with a dry brush blending colors to
gether and striving to achieve a flawless, even-textured
surface. The quality of the airbrush spray lent itself
exactly to my purposes.
It seemed only natural that we
would form a union.
Since that first brief
introduction to the airbrush
I have been experimenting
with several different types,
and have spent many frustrating
hours trying to perfect
its use in acrylic, fine-art
painting. The airbrush's
acceptance in our field has become widespread, yet the
amount of written material on its contemporary practice
is minimal. There are several fine books (see appendix A)
on airbrush technique, which deal with equipment, materials,
application, and practi 03 lessons. However, these were
written in the early fifties, and deal exclusively with ink
as the medium. I still recommend these books to learn
the actual manipulation of the airbrush.
The history of the airbrush and its use in art has
been included in this paper to provide a perspective on its
gradual acceptance into the art field. Though it is not
my intention to treat each artist who has used the air
brush,'
I feel it is important to discuss some of them to
show how diversified their results can be. I especially
admire the spray realists for their patience and mastery
of the tool. It is my hope to fill in some of the gaps
and provide information for those interested in using the
airbrush for acrylic painting.
II. THE TOOL




The spraygun creates a broad cloud of
paint and is generally used for smooth films of paint on
walls, cars, and other products. The pressurized spray
can is a recent development similar to the spraygun. The
focus of the spray from either gun or can can be altered
very little and tends to produce a field rather than a
line. The airbrush, on the other hand, is a much finer
and more delicate instrument. While it can be adjusted to
produce a fairly broad area of spray, it is more often
used to produce fine lines or shadings.
The airbrush is a relatively simple tool which makes
use of compressed air to form a suction action which pulls
ink or liquid paint from a container and propels it onto
the painting surface (see fig. 1 and 2). The air used for
spraying is provided by an
electric air compressor, carbon
dioxide tanks, aerosol cans for smaller applications,
and
even from a spare automobile tire.
The air compressor is
the most versatile source especially
when equipped with an
air regulator which
keeps the air pressure constant and can
be varied according to need.
When pushing down on
the trigger the air pulls the
paint from the cup and atomizes it into a fine spray at
the tip of the airbrush. This spray consists of minute
particles of pigment carried along by the air stream.
The particles are quite close together as they emerge
from the tip of the airbrush, and fan out in the form of
a cone as they are carried away from the tip. Because of
this, when you work close to the surface the paint will
be narrow and dense, and when you work away from the sur
face the stroke will broaden and diffuse.
Besides the distance from the working surface, the
other method for controlling the spray is the amount of
pigment released. This is controlled by either pulling
back on the trigger on a double action airbrush or chang
ing the flow adjustment knob on the external mix airbrush.
"Coordination of the flow of air and paint, and of the
motion over the work at the proper distance and angle is
the basis of all airbrush
technique."
One of the initial problems encountered in airbrush
art is selection of the proper airbrush over the dozens of
current models available. Basically there are two
different types, the single action and the double action
(see fig. 3). The simplest design and easier to operate
is the single action in which the paint flow is controlled
by one
actionpressing down on the finger lever. The
^Henri a. Fluchere, Melvin J. Grainger, John B.
Musacchia, Airbrush
Techniques for Commercial Art (New
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amount of pigment released can be adjusted by turning the
color adjustment knob which can produce a fine or coarse
effect. These airbrushes can use liquids of heavier con
sistency making them suitable for oil and acrylic painting.
The double action airbrush has two actions which can
control the spray patternpressing down on the trigger
which releases only air, and pulling back which releases
more color the farther back it is pulled. This is
accomplished by the trigger pulling back a needle which,
to a greater or lesser degree, fills the hole of the
nozzle. With these actions you can start painting with a
point, and by pulling back the trigger, change to a fat
line and pass back over with just air to dry the paint.
Because the amount of pigment is controlled by a delicate
movable needle, only thin consistency inks or watercolors
are suitable. These double action airbrushes, such as
Thayer & Chandler A and Paasche V2, have better control and
variation of pattern.
Internal and external mix are two terms which need
to be mentioned. All double action and most single action
airbrushes are internal mix which means that the air and
paint mix inside the head assembly to provide for a
thorough atomization of paint. This results in a smoother
and more uniform coverage with less danger of overspray.
The external mix brush, such as Badger model 250, has a
separate paint tip outside the air tip.
Though easiest
to operate, they are not
recommended for delicate work due
to lack of control.
8
An automatic air compressor, with a tank, is the best
source of air. It consists essentially of an air
compressor and a motor to operate it. Without a tank, it
is a continuous operating compressor, and can be turned
off by means of a switch. It only pumps air at one pressure
and excess air escapes by a bleeder valve. Pressure can
be regulated by means of a screw regulator or a standard
air regulator with a gauge. The automatic air compressor
has an air switch which is automatically turned on when
the air in the tank falls below a certain pressure, and.
continues to operate until the pressure in the tank has
been built up again. Because of the duration of the paint
ing time and amounts of air needed for painting, it's best
to use an automatic compressor.
III. HISTORY
Jackson Pollock played a revolutionary role in the
evolution of art by giving up the traditional brush and
palette knife so that he could venture out and pour paint
directly on a horizontal canvas. His endeavors, brought
about by the gradual adoption of new chemistry in pigments,
show a fresh attitude towards means of applying paint.
The brush soon lost its traditional hold as the tool for
imagery creation, and eventually even the purists would
concede that other tools, such as the airbrush, would
prove legitimate means for expression.
The idea of using spray for creating a painted
image actually precedes the invention
of the brush.
"Aurignacian Man, as early as 30,000 years ago, using his
hand itself as a stencil , painted the image of his hand
with pigment blown through a leg bone of a deer; the
Chicago Museum of Natural History depicts this in a large
diorama."2
This technique is also evident in the animal
paintings in the caves of Altamira and Lascaux.
The next major use of spray
was for quite a
2Santa Barbara Museum of Art, Spray (Goleta, Calif . t
Triple R Press, 1971) P 5.
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different purpose. A metal pipette has been used for
centuries to blow by mouth a fine mist of varnish or other
fixatives on charcoal drawings and paintings. The same
tool lent itself to occasional use in creating fine shad
ings of paint.
The actual look of spray appeared significantly in
the Lithographs of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec in the early
1890*8. Not a spray blown from a pipette, but rather a
spatter flicked off the end of a brush as can be seen in
Cover No. 1 of L'Estampe Originale.
In the early I890*s, the actual airbrush was invented.
As first conceived, the airbrush was a commercial art tool,
to be used in retouching photographs, and since it was a
"machine"
technique it was scorned by art critics. Man
Ray was one of the first to experiment with it in painting.
He was introduced to the airbrush while working as a
commercial artist. After working hours, he experimented
with this tool to paint his machine pictures on glass.
In 1917, he created a series of
"aerographs"
partially or
completely executed with airbrush in which he used objects
as stencils to create transparencies and repeated these
forms in a cubist manner (see fig. 4). He said "It was
thrilling to paint a picture, hardly touching the
surface
3
a pui&y cerebral act, as it were.
Man Ray's creative exploration was hindered by an
^Man Ray, Self Portrait (Boston 1 Little, Brown & Co.
1963) P. 73.
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unreceptive audience who could not link art with the
mechanical. After a showing of his work he was warned to
give no technical details of his new work and allow the
public to make its own decisions, thus creating an air of
mystery. The reaction was described by him in the follow
ing manner; "There was a hue-and-cry from the critics; I
had vulgarized and debased art. Crowds came out of
curiosity but nothing was
bought."
Man Ray's exhibition of machine art occurred the
same time as the founding of the Bauhaus in 1919 by Walter
Gropius. The Bauhaus was a fusion of art and industry
which revered the machine and made use of whatever machine
qualities it could. The students of the Bauhaus were
taught all the old techniques, such as fresco, and par
ticipated in exploring new ones such as spray gun tech
niques used through a stencil to create geometric surfaces
on walls.
One of the teachers of the Bauhaus, Wassily Kandinsky,
used spray in his paintings of the late 20 8s. "These were
perhaps done with the same equipment used in the Bauhaus
wall painting In his exhibition titled Out of
Cool Depths in 1928, he used triangular shapes as stencils
to create transparencies similar to Man Ray. In the same
year, his exhibition Loosely Bound showed paintings which
used both spray and brush. "The
geometrical and
*Ibid.
*Santa Barbara Museum, Spray , p. 7.
12
repetitive nature of the compositions, consistent with
rigid Bauhaus design concepts, is softened by the aerial,
transparent qualities Kandinsky gives to his use of spray,
qualities which are perhaps, reminiscent of his earlier,
more organic
painting."
The use of spray in the fine arts is negligible until
the emergence of Pop Art in the 60,s. It had limited it
self to commercial art applications such as architectural
renderings, magazine and product illustrations (see fig. 5)
photo retouching, motion picture animation, and the appli




The many different uses of spray and airbrush
characteristic in the late 60*s had their roots in the art
changes associated with the emergence of Pop Art in Great
Britain and later in the United States in the early 60*s.
Pop Art was a reaction against the abstract expressionism
which had dominated painting in the United States during
the 40*s and 50's. It was concerned with impersonal
images such as comic strips, news photos, and billboards
which were a result of a blatant industrial and commercial
enviornment.
In place of the traditional brush stroke these
artists sought other qualities of paint. Spray and air
brush made its appearance possibly because they were Pop
instruments, industrial and commercial art tools, but more
likely because they produced impersonal areas of paint,
often glossy lacquers, devoid of any sign of the human
hand. Secondly, they could produce cloudy vapors of paint,
sometimes used alone or through a stencil, to make decora
tive patterns. Thirdly, the airbrush could depict shadows
and reflections of objects, or subtle gradations of atmos
pheric effect. These qualities prevalent in the work of
photo retouchers and custom car painters would prove to be
14
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a great influence for the new movement.
One of the pioneers of the Pop Art movement was the
southern Californian, Billy Al Bengston, who remarks that
he was "the 'granddaddy* of the spray
thing."'
He was a
dedicated motorcycle and car culture man, and was in
fluenced by the lustrous lacquered, transparent surfaces,
and candy apple colors of the custom car world. In 1958
he started using the airbrush and was concerned primarily
in the thick, transparent layers of paint and the strange
varieties of color and viscosity he could achieve, rather
than in the spray effect itself. John Coplans had this to
say about Bengston i
Bengston *s introduction of spray technique
onto canvas (or hard-surfaced materials like
masonite) extended the possibilities of
surface-
handling considerably. Even more interesting,
however, are the complexities he has introduced
into the surface variability of encrusted or polish
ed paint and surfaces with an illusionary depth.
He has not only pioneered this interchangeability
of surfaces-the reflective and the absorbative-
but he has taken it quite beyond the bounds of
what would seem to be the possible limits. He
constantly asserts a positive pnicality and
vibrancy of surface, concretized in substance by
his warm, sensuous hand-polished finish.
Though Bengston considers himself the granddaddy o-P
the spray thing, Barnett Newman was apparently the first
contemporary American artist
to try using spray, which dated
with his experiments in 1949-52. He was probably the first
color field painter to use it, leading the way for the
likes of Jules Olitski, and others.
7
Ibid., p. 9.
8Ibid. , p. 10.
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The techniques used by the color field painters vary
extensively. Olitski lays a length of unprimed canvas on
the floor, and by using as many as three spray guns power
ed by an electric compressor he sprays acrylic paint onto
it. By the time he is finished, the entire canvas is
covered. In some of his paintings, depending on the degree
of wetness, large flecks of colors are sprayed on and are
blurred or dissolved into adjacent flecks.
Lawrence Stafford puts his canvas on a large drum and
sprays it, brushes it, and throws paint on it while it ro
tates. Ken Showell takes a crumpled canvas and sprays the
outside of it. He then flattens it and restretches it to
reveal an illusion of three dimensional drapery. Both of
these painters have a unique way of using the airbrush.
Though there are many artists today using the air
brush, ranging from color field and geometric abstraction
to spray sculpture, I believe the spray
realists have
achieved its highest perfection. They are interested in
replicating some segment of
the physical environment with
precision, and without
apparent bias, taste, emphasis, or
subjective deformation. These artists not only apply their
method of representing things seen
as exactly as possible,
but also made direct use of photographs or
photographic
copies for their actual artistic creation.
Audrey Flack's airbrush
paintings have a remarkable
impact upon viewing (see fig, 6). She
works from photo
graphs, and explains her
reasons for doing so in the
17
following i
I use the photograph becauset-it is a drawing
aid.- it offers me more time and a new kind of re
laxed time in which I can study the picture.- it
does not twitch, become irritated, laugh or move,
as human subjects do. I can quietly study it- to
further study of reality, -it freezes space, color,
light, and the light source. I can concentrate on
color changes, tonality, light striking objects
and space, without being interrupted by the actual
changes that are continually taking place in the
ever moving world. The frozen photograph lets me
study what is taking place in a given moment,
minute, or hour- more intensely and for a longer
period of time than I can in the actual world of
reality.- It makes inaccessible subjects available
for me to paint, such as my painting of the
Kennedy motorcade in Dallas five minutes before
the assassination. I can calmly study a figure in
motion, walking, riding in a car, waving and so
forth.- it allows me to particularize. I can zoom
in and study details and surface textures.- it
creates the illusion of space by the juxtaposition
of form. Perhaps the most important aspect of my
use of the photograph, and the most difficult to
explain, is space. I am fascinated by the way ob
jects butt up against each other, edges hitting, in
front, in back, alongside, line meeting line yet
never functioning as line.- it creates a world of
shadows. Shadows create form, and they play a
role in time and space. 9
John Clem Clarke is a somewhat different spray real
ist than Flack. His style is much looser and less con
cerned with exact realism. Clarke photographs models in
historical settings, and translates a color slide into a
finished painting by a series of steps which includes 1}
the projection of the slide, 2) the cutting of numerous
stencils, 3) the placing of the canvas on the floor with
the preliminary stencil laid in
place upon it, and 4) the
^Van Deren Coke, The Painter and the Photograph, from
Delacroix to Warhol (Albaquerquei University of New
Mexico




spraying through the loose stencil with the aid of a spray
gun. Succeeding stencils delineate the areas of par
ticular color and tonal changes within the composition.
The final effect is one similar to the "paint by
numbers"
(see fig. 7).
Don Eddy has the perfect background for a spray
realist. He was born in California in 1944. His father
owned a garage in which he learned to paint cars by the
time he was fifteen. He then started customizing them,
becoming familiar with the airbrush he bought at age six
teen, which he still uses. Later, after receiving his
M.F.A. in Hawaii, he learned to integrate his eadier
learning into his work which is a curious combination of
California Pop culture and fine art. Like Flack and
Clarke, Eddy uses photographs. He uses black and white
photos because he believes color slides or photos are too
restricting "whether I want to or not. I was constantly
referring back to the color system out there which really
wasn't important to
me." An interesting characteristic
of the photograph which Eddy makes use of is depth of field.
His backgrounds grow increasingly out of focus, similar to
the way a camera would record an image.
John Salt's cars are picturesquely decaying wrecks,
quite in contrast to the shiny new Volkswagons of Eddy.
They are nostalgic, and have a soft,
grey-purple cast to
10Nancy Foote, "The Photo-Realists t 12
Interviews,"
Art in America, November-December, 1972, p. 80.
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their spiritual quality (see fig. 8). His meticulous use
of airbrush to this realist end gives his work a photo
graphic ring of authenticity which is curiously blended
with an atmosphere of romanticism. He also works with
photographs which he says, are in effect, interpreters or
transcriptions (see fig. 9).
Finally, the last artist I wish to talk about is
Paul Sarkisian, who deals with the photograph in a
different manner. He makes collages from photographs and
magazine illustrations for which he uses for his com
positions. The inconsistent scale, lighting, and back
ground gives them a queer, floating effect. They have an
overall flat appearance, yet each entity is handled real
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V. PROCEDURES
I currently use two different airbrushes, the
Paasche H and Thayer & Chandler A (see fig. 3). The
Paasche H is available with three different nozzle sizes i
#1 , #3 and #5, with #5 used for heavier consistency fluids
and faster coverage. I almost always use the #5 nozzle,
sometimes switching to a #3 for fine detail. The Model H
is easy to operate and is appropriate for acrylic paints
due to its ease of disassembly and cleaning. Interchange
able plastic bottles are available for Paasche airbrushes
which are easy to clean and are unbreakable. The Thayer &
Chandler is a double action, very fine instrument which I
use for inks and watercolors. Because it is so delicate
in its spray pattern, it is not suitable for acrylics which
dry much too quickly.
My air supply consists of a 1/6 HP (horsepower)
compressor attached to a two gallon air tank. It has an
adjustable automatic pressure switch which
turns the
compressor on when the air pressure in the tank falls be
low twenty five PSI (pounds per
square inch), and turns
it- off when it reaches about 45 PSI. Attached to the air
outlet valve is an air regulator which
enables me to vary




Normal operating pressure is 25 to 30 PSI, but for very
broad coverage I switch to 40PSI or higher, which gives
me more color at a faster pace. Conversly, if I switch
to 15PSI I can paint a more delicate area. Any air com
pressor which provides at least a constant 25 to 30 PSI
is adequate, but aerosol cans as a source just aren't ad
justable, and at $2.50 to $3.00 a can they just are not
practical for work of any size.
Almost any type of paint can be used in an air
brush if properly diluted. Most spray artists, working
in large scale, are using acrylics today due to their
ease in clean-up, and short drying time on the canvas.
This, however, poses the problem of clogging. When using
acrylics, if the airbrush is set down for any period of
time without cleaning it, the paint will dry on the tip
and tend to accumulate the longer it is used thereafter.
It is smart to get in the habit of spraying water through
the airbrush after every ten minutes or so, and cleaning
the tip with a pipe cleaner, otherwise, any accumulation
of paint may produce an irregular spray pattern. By im
mersing the airbrush in clean water and holding your
finger over the nozzle the force of the air will push any
clogged paint back out of the color cup. By alternately
spraying clean water through the brush and forcing it
through the color cup, most clogging will be relieved.
The only complete solution for a totally clean airbrush
is to disassemble it completely and clean each part in
24
soap and water, or by using lacquer thinner in the case
of dried acrylic. It is absolutely important that the air-
brush is kept as clean as possible while painting. If,
for example, you have the color adjustment knob set for
fine detail, and you are painting a delicate area, a clump
of dried paint may suddenly work itself free from inside
the nozzle, thereby allowing a huge burst of color to
spurt out and spoil your painting. Its much easier to do
it right the first time than to make corrections later.
The mixtures of pigment and mediums are based on
personal preference. I tend to like very dense color
coverage, which dries with a flat finish almost upon
hitting the canvas. For this reason I have had a great
deal of difficulties with clogging, and have not yet
found a completely effective solution. Presently I use
either Liquitex tube or jar acrylics, and mix them with
retarder on a disposable paper palette. The retarder
helps prolong the drying time and makes it easier to mix
colors without getting dried chunks in the mixture. The
final color achieved is mixed in a jar with the following
ingredients j
1 part pigment (colors and retarder)
1 part water
1 part matte medium
This mixture gives me a good combination of working time,
color density, and surface finish.
The painting surface can be of
unlimited variety,
from paper to masonite. The only consideration which
25
needs to be taken in its selection is its texture, since
any spray hitting the surface from an angle will produce
a duplicate painted texture. It is important, therefore,
to select a piece of canvas clear of any knots or lumps,
and to prepare it carefully with several layers of di
luted gesso with careful sanding between coats. Masonite,
or similar paneling such as Marlite white satin gloss
panels are perhaps the best surfaces to work on- especial
ly for large scale works- since they are rigid and can be
taped and cut upon with a minimum amount of problem.
Somewhat contradictorily, I still prefer the
tradition-
ality of the canvas as a painting surface.
The final area which needs to be covered before
attempting a painting is the use of friskets and masks.
A frisket, or a mask, is used to produce a hard edge and
to protect that part of the work which is not to be paint
ed upon. Frisket paper is a thin transparent material
which is glued down to the painting surface and which
allows the drawing to be seen through it. It
can be cut
using light pressure from a
frisket knife (stencil knife)
and peeled away to expose the
surface to be painted.
Usually available in most art supply stores,
it comes in
two forms prepared and unprepared. The
prepared can be
bought in either rolls or sheets and both have
a thin
layer of rubber cement on one side with a
protective
backing on the other. The
unprepared type is made ready
by flowing thinned rubber
cement on one side. Both of
26
these types of friskets are usable only on smooth sur
faces such as illustration board and masonite.
Because of the texture of canvas and the large work
ing size of paintings, frisket paper is impractical! it
does not adhere properly and is too expensive. When
using heavy layers of paint, such as acrylics, it tends
to buckle leading to the likelihood of underspray. The
tedious procedure of taping seems to be the only effective
means of producing a clean hard edge.
Quarter- inch mask
ing tape, available at most auto supply stores, is good
for masking curved areas as it bends fairly well. A 3/4
inch roll of tape can be cut down to several smaller
diameter rolls on your neighborhood butcher's meat slicing
machine as an alternative. The painting area to be pro
tected can be covered with paper and taped to the quarter-
inch outline with various widths of tape. It is impera
-
tive to carefully cover the
areas which are not to be
painted since even the minutest overspray will produce a
dominant, hard edge line at the edge of the protective
paper. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.
Another way of producing
a hard edge while protect
ing other areas is to use a mask.
Masks are made from
stiff materials such as cardboard
or acetate, and are cut
to a predetermined shape. They can be taped,
weighted
down, or held in place while
working. If they are held
slightly above the painting
surface a softer edge can be
achieved due to underspray.
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The actual use of the airbrush is best learned by a
combination of practice and patience. There are several
books and booklets available (see appendix A) which con
tain practice lessons which enable you to create artistic
effects in black and white or color, providing depth and
form to a drawing, and to develop an individual technique
of your own (see pages 28 and 29). They start with easy
exercises aimed at increasing your dexterity with the air
brush, progressing through three-dimensional forms and
finally to actual commercial applications. After the
basic techniques are mastered only the artist's imagination




Phenomenon! in Red and Blue #3 (fig. 10)
This painting was the third part of a basically ab
stract triptych of which each painting was meant to be
viewed both separately and as a complete entity, and
collectively as either a separate statement, or a
continuing narrative. This was my first attempt at using
the airbrush and consequently it was a struggle in learn
ing how to use the tool. I limited myself to using
quarter-inch tape for masking outlines, and attempted to
experiment in producing the illusion of depth through
painting shadows on overlapped areas and adding highlights.
The gently blending spray, so characteristic of the air
brush, enabled me to blend colors from black to white and
achieve three-dimensional tubular forms. These forms in
conjunction with cool blue colors produced a calm mood;
in effect, a sea of calm
ripples in water. The center
area iniates a tension due to the warm red form interact
ing angularly with the blue. It
was interesting to know,
from my standpoint,
that the events at the edge of each
canvas predetermined the colors and angles
which would
take place in the next.




is suddenly destroyed by a separation of the angular forms
in the second canvas. They unite here to tie up in knots
(literally) producing the greatest tension at this point.
The resulting colors are a direct continuation from the
first canvas.
The only figurative element of the triptych appears
on the third canvas (fig. 10) in the form of a topograph
ical baby. The experiment in depth was created by using
up to thirteen different shades of the same color, and
adding shadows to enhance and correlate the effect with
the other canvases. The appearance of the baby creates,
according to some, a surrealistic birth sequence.
In executing the painting each colored area had to
be individually masked off and the remaining areas pro
tected with paper. I was looking for an inexpensive sub
stitute for frisket paper which would adhere properly to
canvas and still be transparent enough to see the drawing
through it. Wax paper coated with a thick layer of rubber
cement was not the answer, due to the imprecise line
produced when cut and the fact that over-sprayed paint
would remain attached to the painted area, sliding off the
wax paper when it was peeled away. The solution was to do
the initial drawing on canvas with a felt tip pen, sealing
it with fixative spray, and masking the area with
strips
of two-inch or wider masking tape.
Inexpensive tape al
lows the drawing to show through enough to
be cut with a
knife, being careful not to cut into the canvas.
It is
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important to seal the drawing with fixative as it will
bleed through successive layers of paint making it almost
impossible to cover.
WEAVE (fig. H)
A growing impatience and frustration with working
with tape led me to search for a simpler image to paint.
I found I was taping, cutting, and cleaning the air-brush
more than I was painting. The straight weave pattern was
a practical solution since I would not have to negotiate
curves, and could use the thickness of the tape to mask
off previously painted stripes. Again I was playing with
illusions of depth, but this time with a grid routine. I
strove to produce an attention-seeking device which would
invite searching examination. The viewers eye is shift
ed from one compartment in the grid to the next, observing
occasional irregularities, false parallax illusions, but
while recognizing that the effects were designed to be
seen overall. The fact that there are some inconsisten
cies is a conscious effort to encourage audience par
ticipation.
As far as the painting procedure goes, each layer
of colored stripes was masked and painted in sequence,
starting with those that appear in the foreground and
proceeding through each layer. Each subsequent layer be
came increasingly covered by the preceeding layers and,
therefore, required much more masking. It would have been
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simpler to paint complete stripes and overlap them, work
ing from the farthest stripes to the closest. Ridges
left by the build-up of paint accumulated along the mask
ing tape would cross stripes. Since the ridges contribute
to the feeling of depth, any contradiction in their di
rection was not desired. The final steps were to paint
the shadows which were achieved by using index cards as
masks .
Moon Landing (fig. 12)
The technique I used for this painting was discover
ed while reading The. Painter and the Photograph by Van
Deren Coke. It explains the process used by Gaines
Patterson in which he projects negatives onto large sheets
of paper and with an airbrush sprays in the shadow areas
in tones of black, or in color. When spraying in the
shadows, he reacts to the light areas of the negative
just as light sensitive photographic paper does, and thus
produces pictures that are very photographic in appear
ance.
The camera records dark and light relationships
in a distinctly different fashion than does the
eye. Shadows are deeper in tonal value in
photos than in nature (that is, film records
shadows darker than the eye sees them), and the




He then mutes the edges of
his shadows, which makes them
UVan Deren Coke, The Painter and the Photograph, pp.
121-123.
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appear natural, rather than like giant colored enlarge
ments from photographic negatives.
Following Patterson's techniques I used a Thayer &
Chandler model A airbrush with Pelican T black ink. The
image was copied from a magazine on Tri-X film, developed,
and mounted in a slide mount to be used in a slide pro
jector. The procedure then was to fill in the white areas
projected on the canvas to a density determined by the
brightness of the area. A bright white would indicate a
completely black corresponding part on a positive image,
therefore, it should be painted black; a gray area should
be painted with a mist of ink to produce a grey, and con
versely a black area should be left alone to expose the
white of the gesso. Once completed, the lights still off
and projector on, the canvas should be completely black.
A curious transformation takes place when the lights are
turned on and the image pops out from the canvas.
In doing this canvas, I was experimenting with pro
jected images and figurative subjects with a much freer
use of the airbrush and the idea of attempting more
figurative work in the future. I was interested in the
use of depth-of-field producing
out-of-focus effects in
the background and sharp focus in the foreground.
This
was done by changing the working
distance of the airbrush
to. the
canvas close for a sharper edge, farther away
for more diffusion. The only
stencils that were needed
were those to protect the
astronaut from overspray while
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painting the moonscape. To enhance the statement of the
mechanical process used to make the painting, perforations
were stenciled on the edges, suggesting film sprocket
holes.
Woman (fig. 13)
I believe this painting was a significant step in my
developement as a painter. Previously, I was apprehen
sive about working in a figurative manner, using color,
and using the airbrush in a much freer way. I was very
much influenced by the paintings of Georges Seurat, such
as La Parade (1887), and Study for Le Chahut (1889).
The color system that Seurat propagated was
based on the impressionist intuitive realization
that all nature was color, not neutral tone.
Impressionism, for the most part, had involved
no organized, scientific effort to achieve an
optical impact through the placement of primary
colors in close conjunction on the canvas and
their fusion on the retina of the eye as glowing,
vibrating patterns of mixed color.
12
Upon close observation of both color photographs and mag
azine reproductions, the individual dyes, or colors of
cyan, magenta, yellow, and black can be seen dispersed
upon the surface in different densities of dots forming
the full range of colors. This is especially seen in a
color photograph which has been enlarged a great deal, or
one which has been over-developed, which
enhances the
graininess. I sought to achieve this effect making use
12H. H. Arnason, History of Modern Art (New York*
Harry N. Abrams, Inc.), p. 38.
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of the airbrush.
The photograph was chosen due to its graininess and
composition. I felt I could achieve the effects I wanted
without overstepping the technical ability I had achieved
so far. The photograph was photographed and made into a
slide which was to be projected onto the canvas so that I
could outline general forms. The painting was executed
working only from the original photograph, after the
initial projection.
The colors were determined by closely examining the
photograph to see the base color of each area. The forms
were then painted in their base color, filling the entire
canvas with undefined abstract shapes. By adding mists
of darks and lights, these forms were molded in a sculpt
ural way to produce a three-dimensional image. The colors
were applied in a Seurat manner, merging together as the
viewer stands back. Again, as in the previous canvas,
the out-of-focus background was an experiment in depth-
of-field.
Two Women (fig. 14)
Feeling satisfied with the
success of the previous
canvas, I wanted to
continue with the same theme of
sensuality, making use of the
Seurat-like pointmism.
The execution of the painting was the
same as the previous
one no masks or stencils, but the face, in this instance,
needed more careful attention.
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The base colors were determined for the three main
areas, the clothing, the faces, the background, and the
canvas wa3 completely covered with these colors, producing
a hard-edge abstraction. The forms were then molded by
adding darker colors, thalo green for the clothing, pink
for the faces, and dark brown for the background and hair.
An even darker brown was used over the entire canvas to
finalize the forms and to unify the overall color scheme.
Highlights and miscellaneous colors were used to finish.
As in all my airbrush paintings, the completed work was
coated with matte varnish to leave a completely uniform
surface sheen. This final finish correlates with the
slick surface quality found today in our mass-produced
commercial society. By using a tool that is both a pro
duct and a technique in this commercial society, it seem






Early criticism of airbrush painting was aimed at its
mechanical and impersonal quality. With the advent of a
growing technological society, the use of the machine be
came accepted in art as both subject matter, as is evident
in the work of the Futurists, and application, such as the
photo-reproduction technique of the Pop artists. Andy
Warhol said "the reason I"m painting this way is because
13
I want to be a
machine." J
Even the traditionality of the
brush can be disputed since it is also an indirect method
of applying paint. It is odd to note that the early origin
of the airbrush, the bone pipette used by the cave man, in
volved even oral participation in the painting.
Within the machine struggle was a struggle for the
acceptance of the photograph as an art form in itself, and
as an image creating devise for the artist. Besides
freezing action and providing
a short cut for rendering,
it can suggest to the artist
other relationships and mean
ings. "A play on words in
conjunction with an interest in
14
unusual shapes can start the
process of
creativity."
1%do ymtftnaann; New Realism (Greenwich, Conn, t New
York Graphic Society, 1972). p.
19.
^Van Deren Coke, The Painter and the Photograph, p. 295.
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The conjunction of the machine and the photograph, and
their acceptance in contemporary art has led the way for
the spray realist to become the master of both.
Belonging to this technological era, I became intent
on learning to use the airbrush in my paintings, the
evolution of which has been mandated by the proficiency
attained at the time. Progressing from black and white
to color, and hard-edge geometric shapes to photographic
realism, I have found that once the basic shapes are master
ed, all reality is at hand. The artist is only limited by
his imagination.
APPENDIX A
The following is a list of books which contain
practice lessons which will instruct the beginner in air
brush technique i
Dember,Sol. Complete Airbrush Techniques. Indianapolis j
Howard W, Sams & Co., Inc., 197^ .
Fluchere, Henri A. j Grainger, Melvin J.; and Musacchia,
John B. Airbrush Techniques for Commercial Art.
New York* Reinhold Publishing Corp., 1953.
Maurello, Ralph S. The Complete Airbrush Book. New Yorki
William Penn Publishing Corp., 1955.
Paasche Airbrush Co. "22 Airbrush Lessons for Beginners
by
Paasche."
Chicagot Paasche Airbrush Co., 1971.
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APPENDIX B
The following is a comparison chart of popular
brands of airbrushes. It provides some way of selecting
the proper one to use depending on the medium; the most
delicate work with watercolors requires a smaller tip and
flow number, whereas heavier consistency fluids intended
for broad coverage requires the opposite.
The tip number is a relative indicator of the fine
ness of detail which can be obtained with any particular
airbrush. The smaller the number the finer the detail.
The flow number is the (theoretical) maximum flow

































































Franklin Park, 111 60131
Paasche Airbrush Co.
1909 W. Divers ey Parkway
Chicago, Illinois 6o6l4
Thayer & Chandler Inc.
442 North Wells St.
Chicago, Illinois 606IO











Rochester Art Supply Inc.
150 W. Main St.
Rochester, New York
compressors j
available at most Sears & Robuck stores,
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